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THE COMMON-SENSE TENSE

<t~~~J ~;~~~ z4 . 8:l
You are completing a very significOnt aspect of your experience and life
as you make the transition marked by graduation from college--completion only
in the sense of a new beginning, a commencement. At the:-risk of being trite, I
repeat that you are going into a very complex society and a very confused world.
It is confused in the sense of how we rush about in our battle with time schedules
and deadlines. I heard of a woman who rushed into a bookstore and asked breathlessly, "00 you have that book 'A Piece of My Mind ' by Norman Vincent Sheen?"
Or confused in the sense of mixed-up values and priorities, like the high school
junior who was asked if he really still wanted to smoke cigarettes, in spite of the
/.

findings about lung cancer. His reply v,.'as ;" "Anybody can quit smoking; it takes
a real man to face lung

canc~r ~ II You see, our point of view, our perspectives

have gone askew. A lot depends on

II

how you look at it. II Li ke the bac he lor who,

when he was asked why he didn't marry, said, "It's not that I don't want to settle
down with one woman; it's just that I don't want to separate myself from all the
others. II
Well, to be serious about it, your great challenge is to give leadership to
people in a society where anchor-points are gone, bearings have been lost, and
values are up-side-down. That's how it is in much of our world where divisions
rather than unity and cooperation are the norm. We have the north and the south,
the black and the white, the Arab and the Israeli, east and west Germany, north
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and south Korea, north and south Vietnam, etc . , etc. And these are more than
geographical locations, iron or bamboo curtains, 38th and 17th parallels. They
are primarily people divisions, involving ideologies, philosophies, commitments.
This is what is so unfortunate, and so difficult to deal with, this especially confused and complex international human relations problem.
I have travelled around the world a bit and have made a point of visiting most of these trouble spots.

I am convinced that these problem areas soon

take on a common characteristic, namely, that there is no easy, clear, simple
right answer. Perhaps the best we can hope for is a choice among alternatives
or options, anyone of which has some undesirable and even damaging consequences.
The test of character is whether or not, in such situations, we can make decisions
and choose courses of action which are least undesirable, and then work out the
implications with the least damaging consequences. I cou Id offer examples all
the way from the urban ghetto to Vietnam.
It is this kind of leadership responsibi lity and citizenship we are asking
you to assume. You will receive a degree in a few days, others will in a year
or two.

In some cases it wi II be a.diploma; in others it wi II be a certificate of

attendance. The first signifies education; the other indicates that the bearer
attended school a few years. Each of you knows which one yours will be. Year
before last my own son came across the platform to receive his diploma from me.
Ahead of him in the alphabetical procession had been several cums, a few magnas

-3and a summa or two. As I handed him his diploma, he grinned and said under
his breath "You forgot the summa,
you did.

II

II

to which I replied under my breath, "I didn't;

Assuming you have done the quality thing with your educational

opportunity, what can you do to wield a constructive influence in and upon this
,complex and problem-loaded society?
It has been said that education is what remains in your mind and heart
after you have forgotten what you learned in school--an attitude, a set of values,
an approach to problem-solving. How can you relate this to the problems that
call us to leadership? Someone phrased a description of the situation in these
words: "From the desperate child of the poor in his prison of futility and anger
to the desperate child of the middle and upper class, imprisoned in a more expensive futi lity and a more articulate anger, the problems cry out to us.

II

What

can I, an individual do?
You can go into that unbelieving society with a faith that claims the
love and the power and the grace of God for the needs of sinsick and searching
men, women and chi Idren. You can go into this complex of need and sorrow
with an effort to relieve suffering, minimize discrimination, and meet hunger
and deprivation with sympathy and generosity. You may not have a great deal,
but "you will always be rich enough to be generous. II Again, you can go into
that society with its shoddy materialism and refuse to use your educated talents
to make it even more of a junkyard. Someone has said that lithe people of this

-4society eat and drink too much and exercise too little. They are at once passive
and violent-spectators watching as the football game, the street murder, and the
ghetto disturbance take place, yet also participants in the game, the crime and
the riot.

II

You can take into this malaise the benefits of whole-person education

and you wi II discover the,multiplied opportunities to relate to the human needs
of your fellowmen.
Our world calls for a new kind of citizenship in themidst of increased
complexity and improved facilities for communication. As a boy I lived in a very
'small world geographically (although it was a large world so far as people and values
are concerned.) But now if we are to be productive citizens at all we must be
participating citizens. We must learn to separate the essential from the trivial,
the important from the meaningless. Only by becoming selective in this complex
society which literally pours in on us from all sides viQ transportation, television
and other media of communication can we retain the abi lity to live with ourselves,
to conquer the si lent moments, and to withstand the pressure of ultimate aloneness.
Here is the test of individuality - and the test of how well we have educated ourse Ives. When the past and the future converge upon your present how we" can
I

you sort out the issues and make a present that in the future wi II be a memorable
past?
This is what is so desperately needed in all the trouble-spots of modern
society - some agency capable of bringing the long perspectives of history to bear

•

-5on current problems; some agency which can arm the problem-solvers of a new
generation with ancient wisdom as well as with up-to-date techniques; an agency
that feels itself vitally linked with, and a contributor to, its surrounding society.
What is there better than the Christian liberal arts college to be or become this
agency?
In spite of the remarkable creative activity of God as recorded in the
Bible, the need for the creation of a human world is apparent everywhere. Hopefu IIy, change is possible; new constructs for the human community can be bu ilt.
It is the mission of the church and the Christian college and the Christian citizen
to assume leadership in the bui Iding of this new world. You have been forging
some of the tools and developing the attitudes which should enable you to participate significantly in this exciting adventure of the late twentieth century.
You are being graduated from an independent liberal arts college, independent
of tax support and, to date, independent of government control.

It is during your

college generation that the question has been raised and seriously discussed, wi II
the private liberal arts college survive or wi II it disappear from the American
scene and be replaced by a huge monolithic system of public tax-supported institutions? It wi II be during your first five to ten years of post-college experience
that the answer to this question wi II be hewed out... ....... eJ) "8 litQrgll}' hewed
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If you have learned to respect the values represented in and fostered by your kind of
college, you will recognize that this type of educational program should, or even can,
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fail only if and when it becomes wrong to work hard, to accept responsibility, to
be charitable, to pray, to determine right from wrong, and to be concerned about
one's fe I lowman •
But when that does happen, democracy and our American way of life wi II
also have failed.

Taylor

It is people like you, and hopefully those we ~raduatJfrom

universitY~hO must decide the course of events, in education

and in the world, for the generation that follows mine.

I hope we may have guided

